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“ATTITUDES VERSUS ACTIONS”: LAPIERE’S (1934)
CLASSIC STUDY REVISITED*

TERRY M. DOCKERY
ARTHUR G. BEDEIAN

Louisiana State University

LaPiere’s (1934) seminal research into the attitude-behavior relationship
has been commonly misinterpreted as pointing out a discrepancy
between attitudes and behavior. In fact, the actual discrepancy uncovered
was between true attitudes — the tendency to act in a certain way
— and that which is measured by an attitude questionnaire. LaPiere’s
primary concern was to point out the danger of assuming that
questionnaire-assessed “aititudes” lead to actual behavior in specific
situations. The present paper theoretically and methodologically
critiques LaPiere’s classic study.

Richard T. LaPiere’s (1899-1986) recent death gives us pause to review
his considerable contributions to the behavioral sciences. Of LaPiere’s
many influential publications, the most-cited is a 1934 Social Forces
article, “Attitudes Versus Actions.” Long since tagged a “classic” (e.g.,
Sears, Freedman, & Peplau, 1983), it reported the first empirical
investigation of the so-called “attitude-behavior” relationship (Fishbein
& Ajzen, 1975). In so doing, it spawned a line of research that still
continues today (for a recent review, see McGuire, 1985).

The present paper theoretically and methodologically critiques
LaPiere’s 1934 study. LaPiere’s interpretation of the study’s results, as
well as that of selected succeeding scholars is examined, and several
general conclusions about contribution of the study to current attitude-
behavior research are offered.

*The helpful comments of Icek Ajzen are gratefully acknowledged.
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